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In September 2002, as debate raged over how
to deal with Saddam Hussein and Iraq, newsman
Walter Cronkite called for “a wide open discus-
sion, [a] debate in Congress that will carry over
and spill over into the public as to the wisdom of
the Iraqi program.” Such a call is not surprising,
especially given that much of the debate centered on
whether or not there would even be a debate. What
was surprising, however, was who Cronkite held
responsible for the paucity of discussion. Instead
of blaming the administration, his first impulse was
to criticize the U.S. military, asserting “that the
military itself is saying, ‘We don’t need this discus-
sion, we have made a decision. We don’t need to
take this to the people.”””? He criticized the military
for abandoning what, in his view, was one of the
central lessons of the Vietnam War: that America
should never again wage war without clear and
unequivocal public support.’

Cronkite’s comments drew no attention at the
time. Nonetheless, they warrant scrutiny, for they
imply the existence of a residual misunderstanding
and mistrust of the military, a vestigial remnant,
perhaps, of the tumultuous Vietnam era. That such
an inference is possible is a serious matter, for if
such a reservoir of doubt lingers in the mind of
someone as renowned as Cronkite, then it likely
persists in others’ minds as well.

Military Proposals

Cronkite cited no concrete evidence to support
his charge of apathy on the part of military leaders
toward public opinion, and anyone looking for such
evidence would be hard-pressed to find it. Nothing
in the public record indicates that senior uniformed
military officers entertained the view that Cronkite
ascribes to them. There are no speeches, no press
conferences, no testimonies before Congress, no
op-ed pieces or policy statements of any kind.

One might plausibly expect to glean some insight
into the personal opinions of senior officers on Iraq

MILITARY REVIEW e January-February 2006

from the testimony of a few retired generals who
appeared before Congress on the matter before
Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) began. But aside
from this indirect perspective, there is really nothing
out there from which anyone can draw conclusions
about the personal views of any senior military lead-
ers on political matters—and there should not be.
Central to Cronkite’s contention seems to be the
idea that it is not the responsibility of the civilian
administration alone to debate foreign policy; it
is also the responsibility of the uniformed mili-
tary. This would ensure that no military venture
or expedition would proceed unless founded on a
solid public consensus in favor of the action.* By
implication, this line of reasoning would require
an active role in the metaphorical public square for
senior military leaders, particularly when they face
a proposed military action they perceive as being
unpopular. Using this approach, if they support
the action, they might even have an obligation to
speak out and take to the stump to help generate the
missing consensus, or if they oppose the action, to
publicly air whatever doubts and fears they might
have as to the wisdom of the proposed action.

Civilian Decisions

At first glance advocating for or against an action
might seem appealing. After all, transparency in
government and public debate of important issues
are key elements of effective democracy. Journal-
ists might find this position particularly attractive
because it is their business to be conduits for debate.
As appealing as some might find it, however, this
position is wrong. Far from indicating a dismis-
sive or cavalier attitude toward public opinion, the
uniformed military’s conspicuous absence from the
Iraq debate before OIF began does not manifest a
dismissive attitude toward the popular will; rather,
it shows a profound reverence for the U.S. Consti-
tution and a clear understanding of the military’s
responsibilities under it.
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While journalists strengthen democracy by facili-
tating open, honest public debate, military officers
do so by staying out of the political fray, except
where their professional expertise and candid advice
are required, and by scrupulously implementing the
lawful commands of the president and his civilian
defense and service secretaries. Military participa-
tion in the public debate on Iraq or any other issue
as an advocate for a political position would under-
mine the central feature of our form of government:
checks and balances.

The genius of the Constitution is that it vests in
each branch of govern-
ment such specifically
enumerated powers as are
necessary for that branch
to fulfill its responsibili-
ties. At the same time, it
equips each branch with
checks on the power of the
other branches sufficient
to keep them from run-
ning amok. This system
enables the government to
function effectively while
preventing any one branch
from accumulating so
much power that it could
overwhelm the others and
undermine the democratic
process.

The Armed Forces are
subject to checks and bal-
ances just like any other
segment of government.
The first such check is
the power of the purse:
Article I, Section 8, of
the Constitution vests in Congress the power to
appropriate the funds necessary to raise and sup-
port armies and navies and limits the term of any
appropriation for the Army to 2 years.” More rel-
evant here, however, is the check directed explicitly
toward the military: Article II, Section 2, makes
the president—not a uniformed officer—the com-
mander in chief of the Armed Forces.® Implicit in
this provision is the concept of military subordina-
tion to civil authority, a vital feature of our system
of government. Perhaps the single greatest check on
the power of the executive branch in general, and of
the military in particular, is the deep, fundamental
commitment by every U.S. military officer to the

102

George Washington (Joseph Wright and John Trumbull,
1784).

supremacy of elected civilian leaders in Congress
and in the White House.

The Newburgh Conspiracy

The genesis of the military commitment to elected
officials dates to the foundation of the Republic. In
March 1783, General George Washington repudi-
ated a movement by disgruntled officers of the
Continental Army to compel Congress to make
good on its promise of monetary compensation to
the Army.” In the Newburgh Conspiracy, anony-
mous officers circulated a letter urging the Army to
withdraw to the West for
the duration of the war or
to refuse to disband once
peace was declared if
Congress did not attend to
the Army’s grievances.®
The disgruntled element
further sought to convene
a meeting of disaffected
officers at which they
would draft an ultima-
tum giving Congress a
final chance to address
their grievances and so
avert what amounted to a
threatened mutiny.’

Having learned of the
planned meeting and its
purpose, Washington
quickly moved to thwart
the scheme. Denouncing
it as “irregular and dis-
orderly,” he quashed the
assembly and convened
one of his own 4 days
later.'® At this later meet-
ing, Washington repudi-
ated the letter and its anonymous authors, called
for the Army’s patience, and promised to work
with Congress to procure justice for those who had
served. With this momentous stand by Washington,
the Newburgh Conspiracy collapsed.!! From that
time, the U.S. military has taken, as an article of
faith, that its place is not to command but to obey.

Consistent with the limitations contained in the
U.S. Constitution, the military’s role is to faithfully
execute the laws and policies of the United States as
determined by the president and Congress. Senior
military leaders have a constitutional obligation to
provide elected leaders with candid information and
advice necessary to inform policy decisions. But,
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the final determination of policy and the marshalling
of public support for it is the sole province of political
leaders. Public advocacy of any political position by
the military would erode the inspired system of checks
and balances that keeps our democracy functioning.
Uncompromising respect for this boundary has saved
the United States from the fate of so many of its
neighbors in the Western Hemisphere, where military
officers have seized power from civilian governments
they deemed weak or ineffective.

U.S. Military and Public Debate

To understand how inappropriate it would have
been for military officers to join the public debate on
Iraq, just imagine the reaction from President George
W. Bush’s political opponents in Congress had he
employed his generals to help him make the political
case for renewed war in Iraq. Outrage would have been
the order of the day. Opposition leaders would have
shaken angry fists at such a blatant politicization of the
Armed Forces. For military officers to appeal directly
to the people on a political question would fly in the
face of Congress’s constitutional power to govern the
Armed Forces.'?

Worse still, imagine senior military officers
appealing directly to the public in opposition to
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Bush’s policy. As satisfying as this might have
been in the short term to opponents of the war,
it would have been a disaster for the Nation. It
would clearly have challenged Bush’s consti-
tutional authority as commander in chief and
would, if unchecked, have gravely undermined
the authority of current and future presidents over
the Armed Forces.

The last general to publicly oppose a president’s
policy was General Douglas MacArthur, who
lost his job after a public quarrel with President
Harry S. Truman over the conduct of the Korean
War. Truman stated: “Full and vigorous debate on
matters of national policy is a vital element in the
constitutional system of our free democracy. It is
fundamental, however, that military commanders
must be governed by the policies and directives
issued to them in the manner provided by our
laws and Constitution. In time of crisis, this is
particularly compelling.”"?

Cronkite was right to call for a vigorous public
debate on how to deal with Iraq, but it is simply
wrong to expect the military to defend or oppose
any political position before the public. That
role is the exclusive province of democratically
elected political leaders. MR
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